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I anxiously hurried my way towards Welles 131, as I was late for the very

meeting I had worked so hard to organize. Today’s date had been circled on my calendar
for over two months in advance of this event, and in my excitement I couldn’t fall asleep.
I finally passed out at around 6 a.m. and subsequently slept through my alarm going off at
9 a.m. As I shuffled my way to the classroom, both excited and scared, it was obvious the
impending discussion could drastically change my agnostic outlook on the reality I
currently found myself in. When I finally reached the door and thrust it open, I stood
stupefied in the doorway as the faces of Carlo Filice, Muhammad, and Shankara stared
back at me.
“It’s about time you got here. I was beginning to run out of funny jokes, and I’ve
got a million of them,” Filice said slyly.
“That’s what you think. Thank Allah we can finally get started, I was starting to
lose it after being subjected to such humorless material,” added a frustrated Muhammad.
I collected myself as best I could and addressed the matter at hand. “Thanks again
everyone for coming. I have called you three here today, as you know, for a discussion on
what the true purpose of life is. As a young student who currently struggles to make sense
of the world around me, I have adhered to a form of loose agnosticism to keep me sane
and grounded. Having said this, I was hoping to glean something from this discussion
today. Seeing as how you gentlemen are some of the most knowledgeable individuals
available on Eastern Philosophy, I am eager to hear what you have to say on this topic.”
“I’ll kick things off,” Muhammad said confidently. “You see, Allah created the
Earth and everything on it. I know because He told me all this himself. There is a clear
distinction between ‘creator’ and ‘creature’. We are all unique individuals who have our
own soul, and how we act on Earth determines whether or not our soul earns the right to
live with Him in paradise. For those who fail to submit to His will, it is said that God has
‘set a seal upon their hearts and ears; their sight is dimmed and grievous punishment
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awaits them’ (Dawood 11). To avoid this fate, certain specific rituals must be
followed…”
“I’m not so sure,” interrupted Shankara. “I would contend that the world is merely
Maya, a dream-like illusion that is our ordinary perspective. Afterall, ‘our senses may
deceive us; our memory may be an illusion… The objects of knowledge may be open to
doubt, but the doubter himself cannot be doubted’ (Radhakrishnan and Moore 506). The
doubter within each of us, therefore, is one with Brahman, the one universal, supreme
spirit who is without qualities or attributes. Duality is thus a false perspective, with no
separation between creator and creature.”
“You’re not far off, Shankara,” interjected Filice. “I agree with you that our
experiences take place within an imagined world dreamed up by a ‘super-deity’ of sorts.
The idea of an overly personalistic and jealous God has always seemed like a silly notion
to me…”
Suddenly, before Filice could finish his argument, the clouds outside parted and a
ray of sunlight shone through the windows of Welles 131. It made its way across the
room until it nearly blinded Muhammad. A trance came over him and he began talking in
a voice that was not his own.
“How dare you mere mortals question me?” bellowed Allah in a clearly agitated
tone. “I am not a jealous God! I don’t care that I wasn’t invited to this little meeting…
but at least have a little decency and stop acting like I don’t exist. Jeez.”
“Get out of here, Allah. You weren’t invited for a reason,” I replied. “I knew you
wouldn’t be able to handle the criticism without putting up a fuss. Apparently you didn’t
even need an invite to do that though. This is the type of behavior Filice was referring to.
How can we take you seriously if you act more like a child than a supreme being?”
Allah let out a noticeable grunt but perhaps came to terms with what I had just
said. He quickly departed, returning the skies to their cloudy state. He made sure,
however, to let his unhappiness be known to us all with a hard rainfall.
“Yeah, uh, sorry about that. Hopefully we don’t get another Great Flood right?
Uh…where were we?” Muhammad offered uneasily.
“Let’s get back to our discussion on the purpose of life,” I added hopefully.
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“Ah yes, well as I mentioned earlier, a Muslim should submit to God’s will in

hopes of gaining entrance into Paradise. To be reunited with the heavenly Father is the
ultimate goal in life,” answered Muhammad. “A Muslim woman specifically should be
obedient to her husband and be veiled in public because ‘God has made the one superior
to the other’ (Dawood 64). Violence is excusable if necessary in defending the will of
God, whether it be beating a disobedient wife or taking control of Mecca through military
means. A Muslim must also pray five times a day facing Mecca, fast at certain times of
the year, make a pilgrimage to Mecca, and engage in almsgiving.”
“I agree that reaching the creator should be the chief goal in an individual’s life,”
stated Shankara. “An individual must do his duty according to what caste he finds
himself in and try to better himself in his current life so as to move up in society through
reincarnation. In this way he can escape the endless cycle of rebirth and finally be
reunited with Brahman outside the dream-like Maya world. Similar to your notions of
‘paradise’ and ‘hell,’ karmic actions determine whether you move up or down this
hierarchy of lives. I have serious issues with many of your practices though. There seems
to be very little attention paid to the well being of animals, and here we differ greatly, as
they are spiritual creatures just like humans that demand similar respect. Our women,
unlike your own, hold a high role in society, as females ‘must be honored and adorned by
their fathers, brothers, husbands, and brothers-in-law, who desire their own welfare’
(Radhakrishnan & Moore 189). Furthermore, the…”
“Hold on a second,” interjected Filice. “The Hindu view of women is not quite as
rosy as you make it out to be, since they can do nothing independently, even within their
own houses, and likewise must be ‘kept in dependence by the males of their families’
(Radhakrishnan & Moore, 190). I do agree with your notion of multiple lives, however. I
believe ‘we are here to learn to appreciate, express, and master, a variety of values”
(Filice 133). These values manifest themselves in, and are experienced through, humans
and animals who act as avatars of a sort for the super-deity in his dream world.”
“Avatars?! Are you crazy?” an incredulous Muhammad belted out. “Shankara,
can you believe this guy?”
“No problem with avatars here,” Shankara replied to an angry and disappointed
Muhammad.
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“For me, both the full submission to Allah for Muslims and the dreary affair of

trying to escape from a sufferable reality for Hindus make little sense to me. Why would
a God create a world full of toil or pointlessness?” asked Filice.
“That seems like a very legitimate question,” I replied, noticing that both
Muhammad and Shankara had become virtually silent. “The Arabic world was once at
the forefront of achievements in such fields as mathematics. The Muslims’ lack of
emphasis on human experience in this world has greatly diminished personal
development in some sense.”
“I believe,” continued Filice, “that the sexes are equally sacred as they house
within them a piece of the super-deity I mentioned before. Animals are sacred for the
same reason, something I would agree with Shankara on. The caste system, however,
needs to go. It can arguably be seen as contradictory and holds people back in terms…”
At that moment another uninvited guest glided into the classroom. A chariot being
driven by what looked to be a prince crashed through the window. It was Krishna,
Vishnu’s avatar, who appeared to be very unsupportive of the current discussion.
“Hello Krishna,” said Shankara in a welcoming greeting.
“Who the heck is this guy?” asked Muhammad.
“It’s Krishna, avatar of the god Vishnu,” Shankara answered matter-of-factly.
“He’s yet another part of Brahman. Have you been paying attention to any of our
discussion here today?”
“Acceptance of avatars? Worshiping of a multitude of gods? Or are they one
God? I’m at a loss for words…” replied a defeated Muhammad.
“The caste system has been around since ancient times,” explained Krishna. “It
has persevered into modern times. It gives everyone a job to do and coincides nicely with
reincarnation, in that you get to move upwards before finally reaching enlightenment at
the top of the social pyramid. What’s not to like?”
“Well for one,” argued Filice, “it’s not fair for a system to be in place where
people are kept locked in place. All humans, as sacred beings and part of a larger deity,
should be shown the same amount of respect and given equal chances of advancement
regardless of where they start from in society. Adopting ‘some form of the mixed
economic system is the way to respect everyone when it comes to issues of wealth and
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poverty,’ and implementing ‘some form of democracy will treat everyone with respect,
by giving everyone a voice in governing’” (Filice 93).
“Excuse me, but you weren’t invited Krishna,” I said. “You and Allah should
hang out, I have it on good authority he’s having a lousy day too.”
“No time unfortunately,” replied Krishna, who began to float away on the chariot.
“There’s some guy who refuses to fight for his kingdom despite being a great general.
His name is Arjuna, I believe. I’m his charioteer and now, it appears, also his
motivational speaker. I’ve obviously already overstayed my welcome anyway.”
“Isn’t it contradictory to tell someone to quell their desires and lecture about the
immorality of killing, only to force a young warrior to kill his family in return for a
kingdom he no longer desires because he must ‘do his duty’?” I asked in a confident tone.
“Arjuna seems to be in quite an undesirable and confusing predicament.” Krishna had no
answer as he continued to drift away and was soon long gone. I think even he realized
there might not be a satisfactory answer to my question.
“As much as it pains me to say this, I see and understand where you are coming
from. I refuse to accept it, but I can tolerate it,” stated a now much calmer Muhammad.
“I agree with much of what you have said as well, and I feel many of our
viewpoints are the same,” added Shankara. “I will, however, point out that the
widespread implementation of a mixed market economy will produce byproducts like
pollution that can and will harm both animals and nature itself.”
“That,” agreed Filice, “is perhaps the biggest flaw in my personal rationalization
of things, and it is not a simple problem to solve.”
“Even so,” I added, “you have coherently and compellingly explained what you
believe to be the purpose of the life experience, with few glaring potholes. That is better
than most can claim. No offense intended, Muhammad or Shankara.”
“It’s fine,” replied Muhammad.
“I’m not offended,” added Shankara tiredly.
“Well, I think this discussion has come to its conclusion,” I said, feeling even
more worn out than Shankara. “Thank you so much guys for agreeing to do this for me. I
appreciate it and I feel that I’ve come away with a lot from this experience.”
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We all exchanged pleasantries, and Welles 131 was soon empty once more. As I

slowly made my way back to my apartment, I reflected on what I had just experienced.
While I agreed most with what Filice had to say on the purpose of life, it was clear that he
took some key ideas from Shankara before him while also having the benefit of a much
more modern time period where ancient scripture does not dominate and constrict like it
once did. Shankara was in a similar situation, with a more modern outlook on things
compared to Muhammad, whose religion is based on one of the oldest monotheistic
religions in human history.
What Filice posits is somewhat revolutionary and much more pleasing in coherent
terms than other, usually more dated answers to this question. While I believe what he
offers to fellow philosophers is very possible, the agnostic within me is still, naturally,
somewhat noncommittal and skeptical. Before this discussion, I didn’t believe that we
could know for sure exactly what the dynamic is that swirls around our reality on a daily
basis, and I still largely feel the same way. I would, however, fully agree with Filice’s
point that this life should be about having fun and trying to get as much value out of it as
possible while we are here. As long as you can do these things, all the other specifics of
our existence and purpose in this life can be pushed to the background.
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